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KUDOS KORNER-Q2
POSITIVE ATTITUDE – FORGED
Nick Burney, Harrison Gas Distribution Supervisor’s story

grandmother, Rosa Jenkins, on the front porch waiting for him.
Have to be on time, he thinks. It was one of the many discussion
she had with Nick on expectations, something she spoke of at
almost every visit. Rosa Jenkins raised seven children, Nick’s
mother - Michelle - one of them. Rosa set the example for hard
work and high expectations for decades before Nick. And Nick’s
mother set and lived up to them. She too ensured her son
understood the importance of hard work and high expectations.
His early life was in East Orange near the Newark border.
Elmwood Ave and then Rhode Island Ave, both close to Elmwood
Park. His mother remembers an assignment in kindergarten - one
week to learn 25 words.
“Don’t you think 25 words is a little excessive for a kindergartner?”
she recalls when she calls the teacher.
“Don't sell him short,” she is told. “Give him a chance and let's see
what he does.”
Nick learns all 25 words and, thus, the academics begin. A desire to
do, a desire to excel. A simple exchange between a mother and a
kindergarten teacher starts the school life of a little boy.
By 7-years-old, his mom is not satisfied with the public school and
moves him to a private one, Our Lady Help of Christians, a mile
away on Main St. As a single mother, she needs for him to
occasionally take the bus as he gets older. He keeps the money and
walks. On those walks, he interacts with other kids and adults. He
stops at, what was once called, a penny candy store. By his account,
he learns that somehow people should, and do, watch out for each
other – a boy walking through the neighborhood among them.

The words on a piece of paper and the story that one is trying to
tell are always subservient to the person or thing about whom or
what one is writing.
Even with the most interesting of starts, attention to detail in the
middle and a memorable conclusion, what one tries to say –write falls hard and fast against all people and their stories - the flames
and flaws, the simple and complex of getting through each day, the
worries of home and work, of people close and, in some cases, of
people not so close, of those before you and those who will follow,
of what you bring with you from the past...and what you leave
behind.

At 11-years old, his life is, almost literally, taken into another
world. A job opportunity for his mother and he is on the move to
Virginia, into the suburbs of Richmond. New to the area, his
mother signs him up for football so he can meet friends and she
can knows of his whereabouts.
Nick never played football and knows nothing of it. The head
coach, Julius, tells Nick he is going to be a running back.
“I never played.”
“You’re the fastest kid on the team. Don’t worry, just run.”

So this is a brief, and inadequate, account of the story of Nick
Burney...
It’s all so clichéd… Great attitude. Always positive. Helps everyone.
Leader. Someone you want to work with, and for.

From there, you can sit with Nick for hours and get glimpses into a
storied football career – the #1 high school running back in

You get to know a little bit about him, though, and something rare
in this present world becomes apparent. He is exactly how people
describe him. Face to face, you get glimpses of an extraordinary
and positive human being, who lives his way regardless of the dayto-day that can be so ordinary and somewhat so less than positive.
Where was this attitude forged?
He can’t tell you.
But he has memories of people and places so influential that it had
to be one or a combination of all in his early years and then
reinforced as he went through the rites of passage. He was a child,
he was an adult.
He still passes the house on Leslie St in Newark in his day-to-day
work. Every once in a while he stops. He can still see his
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Virginia in high school, two years at Fork Union Military Academy
in post-graduate (a term of the past) to ensure that his academic
talent is commensurate with his athletic talent, four years as a
running back at Wake Forest.
Nick will tell you he learned much about life through football.
Teamwork, responsibility to others, the demand for excellence of
self on the field, whether at practice or in games.
But there was more than that. The relationships and influence of
positive people around him continually reinforced his mother’s
lessons on living as “high as you can, as high as you are intended
to.”
The Lesson from Coach Julius – Youth Football – When Nick
started to understand his God-given football talents, his confidence
followed. Poking fun at cheerleaders in ways not reflective of who
he was, he was pulled aside.
“Don’t do that,” Coach Julius advised in terms harsher had come to
expect from him. “One day things may change and you will just
want to talk with her. And she won’t want to talk with you. Respect
her and everyone else but, most of all, respect yourself in how you
act.”
For whatever reason, the exchange was so emphatic it changed
things. His mother tells stories related to such change. How, in the
days of high school, young kids would wait for high school players
and ask them to sign programs. Nick did so until everyone had
what he was looking for…At 14 or 15, he was taunted by a familiar
rival at basketball games, to the point of being challenged to fight.
Nick walked away from all of them, even when his mother was
tempted to drop the other kid.
“I’m good with it, Mom. I feel sorry for him. There has to be
something else going on.”
The Lesson of Coach Caldwell – Nick’s mom acted as his “agent,”
looking to ensure the best education would accompany his football.
In Nick’s days at Fork Union, different college coaches came every
weekend to scout and recruit but one coach made his way every
week – Jim Caldwell of Wake Forest. From Nick’s account, it
wasn’t just football, it was the institution. It was loyalty and
perseverance. The coach convinced Nick he should use one of his
official visits. Nick arrived to the coach’s plan of connecting with
players and school. Small, intense, another opportunity to pursue
excellence in everything he would do.
The Lesson of Ira Williams and his family – In that official visit, he
was paired with Ira Williams Jr from Montclair, NJ. He and Ira
would become close friends. On trips to New Jersey, he had the
opportunity to stay at Ira’s house. There, he would observe a close
knit family, guided by Ira’s parents, and think, “This is how I want
life to be for me.”
It was Ira Williams Sr. who suggested Nick may want to relocate
from Winston-Salem and Richmond, his college and high school
homes, where Nick was working for AT&T doing B2B. He applied
for work at PSE&G and it took a year for PS to call and offer him a
position. He decided it was time to connect with another home,
New Jersey. He started in Jersey City as a Street Helper in 2005.
He carried the lessons on positive attitude, teamwork, loyalty,
caring for others, and excellence into his daily work. He moved to
Appliance Service after several years and then to a Distribution
Supervisor in 2017, still carrying those lessons.
The Lessons of Mom – It is impossible to adequately document
even a few things in Michelle’s building of a son - forge (in its
truest sense) a positive and can-do attitude, guide a child to strive

for excellence in everything - from infancy to adulthood. Michelle
did it as well as, if not better, than most. Like her mother, Rosa high expectations, example, consequences for the slightest of
deviation of rules…Love. She remembers the curfews in the early
days of Nick’s driving. Home by 10:00. 10:01 and the car was not
available for a few days. She always provided more than she had.
She sacrificed for Nick. She imposed the responsibility of helping
others. A dynamic woman helping not only him but others as a life
coach. Anyone who know or works with Nick can attest to the
attributes on which his Mom insisted.
This past Mother’s Day, he started with an idea. In the end, he had
built a one hour video
tribute. He opened with
his grandmother's house
and his elementary
school. All of a sudden,
his Mom was reliving the
days of glory at Glen
Allen High School and
Fork Union Academy.
She could see him outside
the locker room at Wake
Forest, patiently signing
autographs for young
children. She
remembered his work
with the homeless and in
the shelters. She is
brought to his home now
where his wife Tina and
family deliver a personal
message to Grandma.
And then he is on to let her know that every effort was not in vain. I
love you Mom ... as the screen fades…
The lesson of Life and Home and What’s Important Now - He met
his wife, Tina, at a party in Elizabeth. They are now a family with
their 19-year-old son, TJ, and 22-month old twins – Nikyle and
Navia. The lessons continue as each gives and supports the other.
He and Tina working different shifts at times for the continuity of
parenting, his Mom and his in-laws participating and involved.
The days are sometimes long, but eventually they will find the
years prove themselves short…
And so it is…
From the early days of his grandmother to the classroom and the
outside world - interactions with others, prowess on the fields of
sport, the special relationship with his Mom - example upon
example - from a young boy, to a teenager, to a young adult of
exceptional accomplishment.. And all of a sudden, a grown man, a
husband, a father, a son, an example to others around him.
Perhaps it is as simple as consciously building an unconscious
attitude of not taking yourself, your gifts, and the people around
you for granted; of building a conscious attitude of being your best
every day…
To use a football analogy, Nick has learned to find his way to the
open field of living a positive life. He understands how those in
front of him and around him – those who came before him –
“opened the holes.” He knows that occasionally he has to still find
his own way around or through life’s ever present challenges. He
also knows that no matter how far the open field takes you, you
eventually wind up back in the huddle of each day, week and for a
lifetime to plan again and go forward…
High expectations. Do your part, and then some. Respect all. Keep
running. – Stephen Sharkey

Page 7 of 8
This Newsletter is produced by the Northern Gas MAST Communication and Engagement Team, sponsored by Mike Hogan and Pat Doonan. Current
team members are Tony Barone, Bill Doane and Syed Ahmed. If you have any questions or suggestions, please reach out to the team.

